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Abstract 
 
This prospective cohort study investigated whether leisure boredom predicts high 
school dropout. Leisure boredom is the perception that leisure experiences do 
not satisfy the need for optimal arousal. Participants completed a self-report 
questionnaire which included the Leisure Boredom Scale. The original cohort of 
grade 8 students (n ¼ 303) was followed up twice at 2-yearly intervals. Of the 281 
students at the second follow-up, 149 (53.0%) students had dropped out of 
school. The effect of leisure boredom on dropout was investigated using logistic 
regression taking into account the clustering effect of the schools in the sampling 
strategy, and adjusting for age, gender and racially classified social group. Leisure 
boredom was a significant predictor of dropout (OR ¼ 1.08; 95% CI: 1.01–1.15) in 
students 14 years and older, but not so in younger students (OR ¼ 1.0; 95% CI: 
0.95–1.05). The study has shown that measuring leisure boredom in grade 8 
students can help identify students who are more likely to drop out of school. 
Further research is needed to investigate the longitudinal association between 
leisure boredom and school dropout.  
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Introduction 
 
In South Africa, a major concern in adolescent health and education is school 
dropout, which is defined as leaving school before completing a given grade in a 
given school year (Department of Education, 2006). Although as many as 60% of 
South African children who start school dropout before completing high school 
(Department of Education, 2003), very little is known about the complexities 
surrounding the problem. 
 
South Africa has 12.3-million students attending 26,292 schools (South Africa.Info). 
This figure includes 1098 (4.2%) registered independent or private schools catering 
for 340,000 students (2.8% of the total schooling population). There are about 6000 
high schools (grades 7–12) and the rest are primary schools (grades 0–6). There are 
three recognised levels of education: General Education and Training (GET), 
Further Education and Training (FET), and Higher Education and Training (HET). 
Students start school in grade 0 and proceed through 13 years of school until grade 
12—the final year of schooling. GET runs from grades 0 to 9. Under the South African 
Schools Act of 1996, education is compulsory for all South Africans from age 7 (grade 
1) to age 15, or the completion of grade 9. FET takes place from grades 10 to 12, 
and also includes career-oriented education and training offered in other FET 
institutions, such as technical, community and private colleges. 
 
Research regarding school dropout has been conducted primarily within the 
developed world. Apart from being faced with the threat of economic and social 
difficulties, adolescents who drop-out of school prematurely are at greater risk of 
behavioural, mental and family disorders, sexual and physical abuse (Franklin, 
1992), substance use (Aloise-Young & Chavez, 2002; Aloise-Young, Cruikshank, & 
Chavez, 2002; Fuller et al., 2002; Krohn, Lizotte, & Perez, 1997; Zimmerman & 
Maton, 1992) and involvement in crime (Beauvais, Chavez, Oetting, Deffenbacher, & 
Cornell, 1996). In an integrative review of literature, Rosenthal (1998) grouped 
non-school correlates of dropout into socio-economic status, minority group status, 
gender, community characteristics, household status, taking adult roles, social 
support for school staying, family process, student involvement in education, 
autonomy needs versus social conforming, deviance and personality traits. 
 
Despite the severity of the problem and the resulting burden on society, there has 
been scant research in developing countries to investigate the dynamics 
contributing to early school leaving. Flisher and Chalton (1995) investigated the 
characteristics and risk-taking behaviour of high- school dropouts living in a 
working-class community in Cape Town, South Africa. They found that 
adolescents who dropped out of school had higher rates of cigarette and alcohol 
use compared with those still in school, and that girl dropouts were more likely to 
engage in sexual intercourse. Of the dropouts, 62.1% left school after less than 9 
years of schooling. However, this study was limited by a small sample size, a cross-
sectional design, and different methods of data collection for the dropouts and 
those in school. 
One factor that has not previously been investigated in relation to dropout, is 
leisure boredom. Leisure boredom is defined as ‘‘y the subjective perception that 
available leisure experiences are not sufficient to instrumentally satisfy needs for 
optimal arousal’’ (Iso-Ahola & Weissinger, 1990, p. 4). Leisure provides many 
opportunities for positive youth development. Engaging in leisure activities provides 
adolescents with a context for developing identity, motivation, autonomy and self-
regulated behaviour. Furthermore, leisure affords opportunities for personal 
enrichment and socialisation, and enables adolescents to develop important skills 
such as decision-making and planning (Caldwell & Baldwin, 2005; Passmore & 
French, 2003). Healthy, or high-yield leisure activities are those that offer a 
positive experience by allowing for creative engagement with the environment, 
being goal- oriented and offering appropriate challenges, for example—hiking or 
photography; as opposed to low-yield activities such as watching television or 
hanging out which may offer a more negative experience of leisure (Carnegie 
Council on Adolescent Development, 1992). 
 
Leisure boredom occurs when adolescents’ experiences of leisure engagement 
are less than satisfactory, when their needs are not met by their leisure 
experiences, when they perceive their leisure activities to be insufficiently 
challenging, or when they feel that they lack the skills to participate in leisure 
(Iso-Ahola & Weissinger, 1990). Boredom which arose primarily from a lack of 
participation in other activities was a significant motive for male adolescent 
binge drinking (Ziervogel, Ahmed, Flisher, & Robertson, 1998). Due partly to 
their sensation-seeking personalities, adolescent substance-users engaged in more 
leisure activities but were more likely to experience leisure boredom than non-
substance abusers (Iso-Ahola & Crowley, 1991). 
 
There is evidence that leisure boredom among South African adolescents is high. In a 
recent study of high school students in Cape Town (n ¼ 621), relatively higher levels 
of leisure boredom were found among Black adolescents (compared to White 
adolescents), girls, and younger adolescents (grade 8 compared to grade 11) (Wegner, 
Flisher, Muller, & Lombard, 2006). Adolescents living in a socially impoverished area 
of South Africa had limited opportunities to become involved in leisure activities due 
to the lack of leisure resources within the environment, and many young people 
spent their time sitting around or ‘‘hanging out’’ in groups outside and on the 
streets because they had nothing else to do (Wegner & Magner, 2002). ‘‘Having 
nothing else to do’’ and ‘‘having to’’ engage in particular activities are influencing 
factors in adolescent boredom (Caldwell & Darling, 1999). 
 
In summary, there is a need for prospective research designs to promote better 
prediction and understanding of school dropout in the developing world. This is 
particularly so for South Africa, where there is a high rate of school dropout, as 
well as relatively high levels of leisure boredom among high school students 
(Wegner et al., 2006). However, there have been no studies locally or 
internationally that have investigated leisure boredom in relation to school 
dropout. Therefore, the present study addressed the following research question. Is 
leisure boredom a predictor of high school dropout among high school students in 
Cape Town, South Africa? 
 
METHOD 
 
Sample 
 
The present study formed part of the South African Community Epidemiology 
Network on Drug Use (SACENDU): School Study, which was a prospective cohort 
study of risk behaviour in students from 39 high schools in Cape Town, South 
Africa (Flisher, Parry, Evans, Muller, & Lombard, 2003). The original cohort of 
grade 8 students was first tested in 1997 (Time 1), followed up in 1999 (Time 2), 
and again in 2001 (Time 3) (Flisher, Evans, Muller, & Lombard, 2004).  
 
The study population was defined as all students in grade 8 attending public 
high schools in Cape Town. Schools were stratified according to postal (zip) code 
areas, and schools were selected such that  the  proportion of  selected  schools  
within  a  stratum  was  proportional to  the  total number of students in that 
stratum. Within each stratum, the probability of selection of a school was 
proportional to the number of students in the school. This strategy resulted in the 
selection of 39 urban schools comprising students from diverse socio-economic 
(working, middle and upper class) and racially classified social groups (RCSG). The 
term RCSG derives from the classification system used by the apartheid 
government, which was described in the Population Registration Act of 1950 and 
repealed in 1991, that divided the population of South Africa into Black, White, 
Asian, and Coloured (mixed Asian, European, or African ancestry). The social 
effects of this Act are still present; therefore, statistics in this study are presented 
according to RCSG where appropriate. 
 
Forty students were randomly selected from two randomly selected grade 8 
classes. This multistage sampling procedure produced a representative sample of 
1470 students for the larger SACENDU study. By randomly selecting seven to 
eight students from every group of forty students, a sub-sample of 303 grade 8 
students was obtained who participated in the present study. Students in the 
sample had a mean age of 14.1 years (S.D. ¼ 1.2 years); 59.2% (n ¼ 171) were 
female; 49.5% (n ¼ 143) were Coloured, 25.6% (n ¼ 74) were White, and 24.9% 
(n ¼ 72) were Black. These figures exclude 14 missing responses for gender and 
RCSG. 
 
Procedure 
 
The Research Ethics Committee, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Cape 
Town approved the study. Permission to carry out the study was obtained from 
the district Education Department and the principals of the selected schools. 
Students gave their consent to participate and were informed that they had the 
right to decline to answer any of the questions.  The questionnaires were 
administered during a normal school period, and took approximately 45 min to 
complete. Seating was arranged such that confidentiality was ensured. Members of 
the research team administered the questionnaires with no school staff present. 
Students were not required to write their names or any other identification details 
on the questionnaires, thus remaining anonymous. Once they had completed the 
questionnaire, students copied the unique identifying number of their 
questionnaire onto a piece of paper which they put into an envelope, sealed, 
signed across the seal, and wrote their name on the front of the envelope. On follow 
up at Times 2 and 3, the envelopes were handed back to the students who 
transferred their identification number onto their new questionnaire. In this way, 
data were linked while preserving anonymity. 
 
Instrument 
 
The instrument was a self-report questionnaire consisting of two parts, which 
students could complete in their preferred language (English, Xhosa or Afrikaans).  
The questionnaire was translated from English into Xhosa and Afrikaans, and 
then back-translated by people who had these languages as first languages. 
Participants completed Parts One and Two of the questionnaire at Time 1, and only 
Part One at Times 2 and 3 of the data collection phases. 
 
Part One contained items about demographic characteristics (age, gender, 
RCSG), as well as items about the use of various substances (e.g. tobacco, 
alcohol, cannabis, mandrax, ecstasy, crack). The substance use variables were not 
relevant to the present study and have been reported elsewhere (Flisher et al., 
2003). Part One of the questionnaires was used previously in a study of 7340 high 
school students in Cape Town and subjected to extensive pilot studies in small 
groups and classrooms (Flisher, Ziervogel, Chalton, Leger, & Robertson, 1993). The 
test–retest reliability using Cohen’s kappa was found to be 0.85 for cigarettes, 0.78 
for alcohol and 0.80 for cannabis, while the observed agreement was 0.97 for 
mandrax, 0.97 for ecstasy and 0.98 for crack (Flisher et al., 2004). 
 Part Two of the questionnaire comprised the Leisure Boredom Scale (LBS) 
(Iso-Ahola & Weissinger, 1990) which  was  used  to  measure  ‘‘y  individual  
differences  in  perceptions of boredom in leisure’’ (Iso-Ahola & Crowley, 1991, p. 
264). The LBS consisted of 16 items, which asked about the quality of leisure 
experiences (e.g., ‘‘For me, leisure time just drags on and on’’, and ‘‘Leisure time 
is boring’’), leisure activities (e.g., ‘‘I do not have many leisure activities 
available to me’’), and skills (e.g., ‘‘In my leisure time, I usually don’t like 
what I’m doing, but I don’t know what else to do’’). Subjects responded on a 
1–5 Likert scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree to 5 ¼ strongly agree). Total scores could 
range from 16 (lowest boredom) to 80 (highest boredom) giving a range of 64 
points. The questionnaire was used previously with high school students in 
South Africa (Wegner et al., 2006), and was shown to have a high degree of 
test–retest reliability (Wegner, Flisher, Muller, & Lombard, 2002) with Cohen’s 
Kappa in the moderate range for seven items (range: 0.41–0.52) and the fair 
range for two items (range: 0.32–0.38). The observed agreement was preferred 
for seven items (range: 38.8–66.6%). The concordance correlation on the LBS was 
0.73 using a 95% confidence interval (0.64–0.82). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 
0.76. For the translated questionnaires, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.78 for the English 
version, 0.81 for the Afrikaans version, and 0.57 for the Xhosa version. 
 
Analysis 
 
Descriptive statistics for school dropout according to LBS score categories (o40, 
40 to o50, 50+), gender, RCSG and age were obtained. Students who had missing 
answers for two or less items on the LBS (n ¼ 95) were assigned a score of 1 
(being the most conservative score) for the missing items in order to calculate an 
overall leisure boredom score for them. The outcome dependent) variable was 
coded as one of two outcomes: in-school or dropped out. The in-school group 
included students who completed questionnaires at Times 1 and 3; students 
who were absent at Time 3 but still attending school; those who had moved to 
another city or transferred to another school; and those who graduated in 2001 
or 2002. Students for whom there was any doubt about their school status were 
included in the in-school group. The dropout group included those students who 
were known to have left school after the administration of the questionnaire at 
Time 1 and before Time 3; those not completing the questionnaire at Time 2 who 
could not be traced, who remained absent at Time 3, and who did not graduate in 
the Western Cape in 2001 or 2002; and students who were untraceable at Time 3 
who did not graduate in the Western Cape in 2001 or 2002. 
 
The effect of leisure boredom on dropout was modelled using logistic regression 
taking into account the cluster effect of the schools in the sampling strategy, and 
adjusting for gender, RCSG, and student age at recruitment (coded as younger 
than 14 years or, 14 years or older). 
 
 
RESULTS 
 
A total of 303 grade 8 students completed the questionnaire at Time 1. Of the 
281 students whose dropout status could be ascertained at Time 3, 149 (53.0%) 
were regarded as having dropped out of school and the remaining 132 (47.0%) 
were regarded as being in-school. Descriptive statistics for school dropout stratified 
by LBS score categories; gender, RCSG and age are indicated in Table 1. Overall 
dropout rates were similar for lower LBS scores (o40) and moderate LBS scores 
(40 to o50) being 50.6% and 51.4%, respectively, and increased to 61.1% for 
higher LBS scores (50+). In other words, there was a relatively higher dropout 
rate among students who reported greater boredom with leisure time. Dropout 
rates were higher among boys (61.1%), Black students (60.6%) and students aged 
14 years or older (64.9%). 
 
The smoothed dropout prevalence for the range of LBS scores is shown in Fig. 1. 
The J-shaped curve was investigated, and evidence of a modification effect of age 
emerged in Fig. 2 where the Fig. 2. Dropout prevalence for Leisure Boredom Scale 
scores by age group and gender. Cohort is split by age group and gender. This 
was formally investigated and the odds ratios estimated from the logistic 
regression model are given in Table 2. There was a significant interaction 
between age group of the student and leisure boredom (p ¼ 0.03). Leisure 
boredom was a significant predictor of dropout (OR ¼ 1.08; 95% CI: 1.01–1.15 for 
a unit change on the scale) in  students 14 years  and  older,  but  not so  in  
younger students  (OR ¼ 1.0;  95%  CI: 0.95–1.05) (p ¼ 0.85), when adjusting for 
RCSG and gender, and taking into account the clustering effect of the schools. 
 
The age specific models for dropout on leisure boredom are also given in Table 2. In 
the overall model with the age–leisure boredom interaction term there was a 
significant gender effect, with female students having a smaller odds for dropout 
(OR ¼ 0.55; 95% CI: 0.33–0.91) (p ¼ 0.02). 
 
 
 
 
 
Examination of the age specific models showed that the gender effect in the 
younger group was not that marked and also not significant. However, in the 
older student group gender was a significant factor and also more marked than 
in the overall model. A model (results not shown) with a gender and age 
interaction term added, strengthened the association between dropout and leisure 
boredom in the older group of students (OR ¼ 1.09; 95% CI: 1.02–1.17). 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
To our knowledge, this is the first study in the world to investigate leisure 
boredom and high school dropout using a longitudinal design. The study has 
shown that leisure boredom is a predictor of dropout among older students in 
the grade 8 cohort that was sampled. The older students for this grade are 
known be at higher risk for dropout, and the level of boredom in this higher risk 
group can be used to identify students who are more likely to dropout during the 
next 4 years of school. In the younger stratum of this cohort, leisure boredom 
was not a significant predictor of dropout. These findings raise the question 
whether leisure boredom will be predictive of dropout in older students but who 
are not old for their grade. These results must also be considered against the 
high level of dropout overall in this cohort. Further research is needed to 
investigate modification effects of age on the predictive performance for high 
school dropout of the LBS. 
Students  who  reported  a  higher  level  of  boredom  in  their  leisure  time  may  
have  been experiencing boredom with other components of, and activities in 
their lives, such as school. 
 
Research evidence shows that adolescents who reported high levels of boredom 
in school also experienced boredom with out-of-school activities such as leisure 
(Larson & Richards, 1991; Shaw, Caldwell, & Kleiber, 1996). Thus, students who 
feel more bored in their leisure time may be at greater risk of dropping out of 
school due to their perception of school as being boring. This may be due to 
disliking certain subjects or teachers, not seeing the relevance of subjects, and 
feeling either understimulated or overwhelmed by subject content and 
requirements. In schools where there are limited, or no after-school, 
extracurricular sport and leisure activities (such as the case in many poorer 
schools in South Africa) the experience of boredom both within and after school 
may be compounded. The adolescent may feel disconnected from the school, 
making dropping out of school easier. 
 
Perceiving school as boring may also be a result of adolescent resistance to adult 
control and authority (Larson & Richards, 1991). Adolescents may respond through 
passive non-participation in school activities, which feeds into the cycle of under 
stimulation and boredom. Ultimately, this may lead to the adolescent dropping 
out of school. Further research needs to be done among South African 
adolescents on the experience of boredom at school. 
 
The present study has certain limitations. First, the sample was limited to school-
going adolescents in Cape Town, an urban part of South Africa. Thus, we do not 
know the extent to which the results are generalisable to adolescents living in 
other parts of the country or in rural areas. Second, the LBS was the only measure 
of adolescents’ leisure experiences used in the study. Although this instrument has 
satisfactory psychometric properties in the Cape Town setting (Wegner et al., 
2002) and has been used elsewhere in the world (Iso-Ahola & Crowley, 1991; Iso- 
Ahola & Weissinger, 1990), the inclusion of other measurements may have 
provided a more comprehensive understanding of adolescents’ experiences of 
leisure and boredom. Third, although every effort was made to confirm the 
dropout status of students thus classified, without this confirmation coming 
from the students themselves, or members of their families, some 
misclassification may have occurred. However, where there was doubt as to 
whether the student had dropped out, the student was included as still being 
in school. Thus, if there was any misclassification bias, it was likely to result 
in an underestimation of the effects of leisure boredom. Fourthly, with the 
present sample size (n ¼ 281), we were not able to extend the model to investigate 
mediating or moderating factors such as substance use in the analysis of the 
relation between leisure boredom and dropout, or test for interactions. The 
association between high school dropout, and substance use (Flisher, Townsend, 
Chikobvu, Lombard, & King, 2004), and sexual risk behaviour (Flisher, Townsend, 
Chikobvu, Lombard, & King, 2005) has been reported. However, there is a need for 
further research to investigate interactions between different variables and the 
complexities around high school dropout. 
 
Tentative implications for practice at this point are that schools have a 
responsibility to implement strategies for addressing leisure boredom at high 
schools as part of the response to school dropout. For those students with high 
leisure boredom, the aim should be to reduce boredom through strategies that 
encourage exploration and participation in leisure, sport and recreational 
activities both during and after school. This is especially important in schools 
where after-school sport and leisure activities are limited or non-existent. Often 
this is the case for schools situated in poorer areas. 
In conclusion, the present study has broken new ground in that it is the first cohort 
study in the world to examine leisure boredom as a predictor of school dropout. As 
such, it contributes to our knowledge of adolescent leisure boredom and our 
understanding of high school dropout in South Africa. Leisure boredom should be 
considered as part of the complex factors contributing to high school dropout. 
However, the situation is complicated and we need to understand it better. 
There is a need to examine further, the longitudinal association between leisure 
boredom and school dropout. 
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